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Let us put our trust in the eternal spirit which destroys and annihilates
only because it is the unsearchable and eternally creative source of all
life. The urge to destroy is also a creative urge.
—MICHAEL BAKUNIN: Reaction in Germany (1842)
No wonder then that some of our troubled children constantly break
out of their play into some damaging activity in which they seem to us
to “interfere” with our world; while analysis reveals that they only wish
to demonstrate their right to find an identity in it. They refuse to
become a speciality called “child” who must play at being big because
he is not given an opportunity to be a small partner in a big world.
—ERIK ERIKSON: Childhood and Society (1965)
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Notes on Vandalism

JOHN ELLERBY

EVERYONE WHO HAS HEARD of the nineteenth-century anarchist Michael
Bakunin, has heard of his famous declaration of faith that the urge to
destroy is also a creative urge. Is this a great truth or a dangerous
fallacy? Is destruction always negative and construction always
creative? Is there in fact a contradiction, deeper than the merely
linguistic one, in the title “‘creative vandalism” which we have chosen
for this issue of ANARCHY? Could we resolve it by saying that, just as
it might be said that violence is an imperfect form of non-violence, so
vandalism is an imperfect form of creativity? The argument would
not carry much weight in a courtroom, but it is not in the courts, nor
in the punitive measures which the courts may impose, that the social
problem posed by vandalism will be solved. The dwindling ‘‘success
rate”’ of Borstal institutions, approved schools, attendance centres and
detention centres—which are one of the factors in the current discussions
on whether to abandon the juvenile court system altogether—must lead
people who are puzzled and worried about vandalism, and about other
forms of delinquency, to wonder where on earth solutions are to be
found, and to doubt whether the present clamour for stiffer penalties
and punitive sentences would have any effect at all.

DISCONCERTING REFLECTION ON PUNISHMENT

“Punishment is inflicted to stop people doing things; but not only
for that purpose. People punish themselves because they feel guilty;
and people may punish others because they themselves are frustrated
and aggressive. The picture is further complicated by the fact that
what is intended as punishment may be pleasurable or even glorifying
for the recipient; on the other hand, people may regard themselves as
receiving punishment where none is intended.

“Does punishment put an end to unwanted behaviour? It often
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stops it temporarily, but is there any evidence that it has a lasting
effect? In some extreme and atypical cases, the answer 1S probably
‘ves’. . . . The most objective evidence comes from animals, and
shows that punishment suppresses the activity temporarily but does not
eliminate it. When the likelihood of punishment is removed the un-
wanted activity reappears. . . . What is even more obvious with
children is that, when punishment results in stopping behaviour, the

child often finds something else to do as a substitute.” ;
—BRIAN FOSS, Professor of Educational

Psychology, University of London.

This observation prompts two thoughts in the present context.
Firstly that the ‘likelihood of punishment” 1s pretty small in most
forms of vandalism, simply because the likelihood of dete;cnor,l’ iS SO
slight, and secondly that ‘“‘something else to do as a substitute’ may,
if one form of vandalism could be stamped out, turn out to be another,
even less desirable form. Or, that vandalism itself can be considered
as a substitute for something else: an imperfect form of creativity.
This was the view of Hgmer Lane, exemplified in the yvell-known
remark about him (see ANARCHY 39) that he saw in the crimes pf the
young hooligans who were sent to his Little Commqnwealth, evidence
of qualities admirable in themselves and when differently expressed

ognizable as the highest virtues™. :
i gAnnd this is, after agll, more or less the orthodoxy.of phlld psycho-
logy. Nina Ridenour in the pamplet When Your Child is Destructive
(New York State Society for Mental Health) ends her suggestions .by
saying ““One of the best remedies for the child who is cons.tantly doing
destructive damage is to provide him with materials which you are
willing to have him take apart. Behind all these suggestions you will
see that there lies one main theme: Give the child pe1:m1531b1e outlets
for his destructive energy until he has matured to the point where added
maturity permits him to handle materials constructively, not destruc-

tively.”

INSIDE EVERY DESTROYER IS A
CREATOR FIGHTING TO GET OUT

Meanwhile however we have the fact of vandalism. Do we know
anything about it? It is always difficult to say whether any social
phenomenon makes news because it is growing, or because it 18
increasingly evident, or because the newspapers choose to report it.
“News” in 1964 was teen-age riots at seaside resorts, by the fqllowmg
winter “news” was malicious damage to trains and obstructions on
railway lines, more recently ‘“‘news” was damage to public telephones.
The study now being made by Stan Cohen of public reaction to
vandalism seems to suggest that the publicity given it tends to make it
one of those self-fulfilling prophesies which thrives on its own news-
value. Certainly there are fashions in vandalism, as well as fashions
in the reporting of vandalism. At one time it was the beacons on
pedestrian crossings which were under attack, at another it was street
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lamps, and the replacement of lighting fittings at that time cost our
local council thousands a year, young trees in parks and equipment in
children’s playgrounds were modish objects of destruction, and smashing
windows and bulbs and slashing seats on railways have always been

fair game. So have building sites and the windows of unoccupied
houses.

FROM THE BIZARRE TO THE LETHAL

In Scotland, vandalism reached a peak two years ago, when con-
servative estimates put the total annual cost of wanton destruction at
£1 million, of which Glasgow’s share was £400,000. Reports from
Scotland describe how ‘““Vandalism ranges from the bizarre to the
criminally dangerous. All sections of the community, industry and
commerce are affected. Recently, while someone was shooting 17 tame
ornamental ducks on Loch Lomond, the Blue Trains, which operate
from Glasgow to Balloch and are among British Railways most out-
standing examples of modernisation, were once again halted by tinfoil
scattered from bridges over the electric conductors. When tinfoil fails,
vandals turn their attention to disrupting the system’s intricate colour
signalling equipment. In a recent three-month period, 1,186 railway
carriage windows, each costing £2, were smashed and 12,235 electric
light bulbs on trains, each costing 1s., were broken. Oil poured on
lines at steep gradients brings heavy trains to a stop, and not long ago
an express travelling south to England was halted and the driver taken
to hospital to have glass splinters removed from his face and eyes
after his cab was stoned.

““Vast damage is done each year to new buildings even when they
are desperately required to re-house people from slums. Golf course
greens are torn up, cinemas find it impossible to renew insurance cover
so seriously are they damaged. On a recent summer evening, while the
centre of Edinburgh was still thronged with Festival visitors, the arms
of the city’s famous floral clock in Princes Street Gardens were badly
twisted and 800 plants torn from the intricate design. Several dinghies
belonging to a well-known Forth amateur yacht club were badly
damaged in the last week of the season. Buoyancy tanks in one dinghy
were slashed. This was not discovered until a Force 7 gale capsized
the boat and the hapless crew found that, instead of easily righting
their craft, they had to swim around for 45 minutes until rescued.
Booby traps are stretched across busy roads and so many telephone
kiosks are damaged, often by fire, that the Post Office programme of
erecting new kiosks is seriously delayed. Damage to schools is exten-
sive and ceaseless. Even churches are no longer immune from attack.”

ENGLAND GRINS AND BEARS IT

In England, the Local Government Information Office estimates
the cost to local rates alone of vandalism to be well over a million
pounds a year. It is difficult to get an accurate estimate as very little
of the loss is covered by insurance. ‘““Wanton damage has become so

















































